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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines several of Shakespeare's servant 
figures. The plays discussed are limited to The Comedy 
of Errors, The Taming of the ·Shrew, As.You Like It, Romeo 
and Juliet, Julius Caesar, Othello, and Timon of Athens. 
The serva-nt figures being examined are not noble persons 
in disguise, nor are they the professional fools; rather, 
they are what the author considers true examples of the 
servant class. 
An examinatio-n is made- of the literary background of 
the clever servant, including Roman comedic tradition and 
a discussion of Plautus' The Manaechmi, as well as of the 
situation of real servants in sixteenth and seventeenth-
century England. 
This paper- suggests is that there is a development 
away from a literary type of servant, toward a mor~ 
social type .. However, st~dy of all the plays would be 
needed to validate the theory. Shakespeare's portrayal 
of servant figures accords them a great deal of 
intelltgence, wit, charm and dignity, and makes them 
at least as important. to the lives of their stage 
masters as their real life cou·nterparts surely must hav~ 
been to their Elizabethan masters. 
1 
INTRODUCTION 
This paper deals with servant characters in several 
of Shakespeare's plays, investigating links between 
Shakespeare and his literary pre~ecessors and between 
Shakespeare and his cQntemporary c.ulture. More 
specifically, this paper will examine the slave/servant 
figure as he or she appears in Shakespeare's comedies 
and tragedies, especially The Comedy of· Errors, The 
Taming of the Shrew, As You Like It, Romeo and Juliet, 
Julius Caesar, Othello, and Timon of Athens. In 
addition to lrioking for patterns among the 
characterizations of servants of these plays, this paper 
will also examine the relation.ship between th·e servan·ts 
in Shakespeare's early comedy and in the Roman comedy he 
w·as most familiar with, ~~rticularly Pl.autus' The 
Manaechmi. Finally, this study looks at relationships 
between Shakespear·e•s slave/servant figures and 
real-life seivants in sixteenth-century England. 
On.e may well ask, 11 Why servants? 11 and indeed, I 
asked such a question as well. I b-ecame interested in 
Shakespeare's servant figures when I noticed how 
prevalent they are. There are very few plays in the 
canon that don't include a servant somewhere, even if 
he/she isn't identified by name. Even so, servants seem 
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to go largely unnoticed, both by the other characters in 
the play and by the au.d·ience~ There is very little 
written about such figures. I discovered that there was 
correspondingly little written about real-life servants, 
even though they comprised a considerable portion of the 
population. I wondered if they were ·meant to blend 
into the background, or whether I just hadn't paid 
enough attention to them in my reading. 
I read more· carefully among the Shakespeare pl·ays 
and found that the servant figure often had an important 
r o 1 e t o p 1 a y : w h e t h e r a s c o m i c r e 1 i e f ( p r i ·m a r i 1 y i n t h e 
early comedies) or as true contributors to pl6t movement 
most often i·n the tragedies)~ I limited myself to 
comedies and tragedies since th~y had the m-0st servants 
to look at, and to certain plays among the comedies and 
tragedies that I felt offered distinctive servant 
figures worth.y of close examination .. Furthermore, I 
restricted my study to those characters who were truly 
s er v-a n t s , i n t h e s o c i a 1 a n d e-c o no mi c s en s e -; not n ob 1 e 
persons masqu·erading as servants, nor the class of 
servants performing as the professi·onal fools, but 
persons truly of the serving class. 
What I was particularly interested in was how 
accurate Shakespeare's portrayal of s-ervants was in 
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relation to the real servants of his day. Thi·s proved 
to be the most challenging aspect of the research since 
historical material on dom~stic servants is limited. 
Still, what there is raises intriguing questions. How 
is it that Shakespeare's serv.ants can command so much of 
the pl6t while still remii-ning so unbbtrusive? Why 
would Shakespeare give his servant figures so much 
autonomy away from their masters? What kind of picture 
does Shakespeare paint of servitude in sixteenth-century 
England and what does. this .reveal about him and his 
society? The evolution in Sh.akespeare's treatment that 
I will examine as this paper progresses begins with 
a servant figure based on a 1-iterary model taken from 
Roman comedy: the figure of the 'tricky slave. 1 As the 
~ 
plays progress, the servant figure changes to one whicht 
in the tragedies, seems to be based more on a social, 
human model. 
This living model turns out to be a curious 
compilation in itself. Our portrait of a 
sixteenth-century servant is something of a patchwor-k, 
with highlights of ~nowledge about some areas, and dark 
spots of ignorance about others. Still, what is known 
about them is fascinating. Servants comprised a large 
class of people. The evidence for thts is most often in 
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the form of tables or graphs, showing percentages of 
servants in the population. Occasionally though, a 
modern historian will hypothesize about the status of 
servants or give some detail about what kind of life 
they led. 
To begin with, it would be relevant to repeat some 
of the numbers that are given in studies suc·h as Peter 
Laslett's on 100 English communities. According to 
. Laslett's study, servants comprised around 13.4% of the 
population, and 28.5% of all the h-ouseholds in the 
studied communities containing servants (See The 
Cambridge Group etc., Household and Family in Past Time, 
p.152). Laslett has some explanatory comments regarding 
the table containing this information. He says, 
... we may begin by citing the conclusion 
of [an] earlier discussion which seemed to 
show that servants, though frequently related 
to other members of the coaaunity of which 
they were members, were seldom related to 
the household in which they served ... 
[emphasis Laslett's] The question of 
servants in traditional English society is 
as much in need of extended investigation as 
the question of resident kin ... Let it simply 
be said that the substantial pto·portion of 
persons who turn out to be living in 
households other than those into which they 
we r~ b o r n , 1 o o k s to u s 1 i k e s om e t h i n g o f a 
sociological discovery. (House ... p. 151) .. 
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The high number of servants in society is also 
commented 6n in an earlier section of L.aslett's study. 
He says, 
Servants appear to ~ave been more widespread 
in the communities we are examining than 
seemed likely even to researchers who began 
with traditional English society, where 
servants were indeed extremely common. Only 
one other country is so far known to have 
had a higher proportion of persons described 
as servants ... Servants were in a sense 
alternatives to kin, and we find that there 
is a significant correlation between the 
proportion of them in the population and the 
p r o p o r t i o n o f h o us e h o 1 d s w i t h t h em o n · th e 
one hand, and complexity of household 
~truciure on the other ... The more servant·s 
there were in the communities, it would 
appear, the less likely were households to 
be extended or multiple. (House ... pp 56-57). 
Later in the study, after giving figures s·howing "select 
variables correlated with mean household size," such as 
nu~ber of ser·vants, Laslett has this to say: 
[there is] no doubt that high social status 
led to la·rge hou~eholds in the tradi.tional 
Engl.ish social order, along with and bec~use 
of the presence of large numbers of servants 
which high social status--and also large 
scale ec6nomic acti·vity·--made imperative. 
(Laslett, p. 15-6). 
Finally, Laslett makes this concluding statement about 
servants: 
A reasonably regular distribution of 
household size in each community may well 
have been a consequence of [a:n] 
architectonic feature of the social 
structure, and an important means of 
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maintaining this distribution must surely 
have been the servants. This exchange of 
persons in considerable numbers between 
households, it is suggested, is one reason 
why the traditional social structure,of 
England and Wales ... was slow to respond 
to the effect of demographic change in a 
period of demographic transition. 
Servants, in fact, may have dampened the 
operation of birth rates, marriage rates 
and death rates on mean household size. (House ... p. 156). 
Clearly, servants as a factot of household size in 
traditional English society is a- subject of f~sctnation 
for social historians. But, it still doesn't tell us 
much about what those servants' lives were like .. 
Laslett, in The World we have Lost, an earlier work than 
Household and Family irt Past Time, talks in much greater 
deta~l about how servants came into households an·d how 
they were treated. There is. a difference between people 
classified as "apprentices," who entered into le_gal 
contracts with masters to learn a trade·, and ordin.ary 
servants·, who needed no such contratt. Either way, 
apprentices or servants 1 ived and worked in. the same 
household as their masters, and indeed~ were treated as 
members of the same family (La~lett, The World we have 
Lost, pp .2-3). Servants could be hired for short-term 
help by people such as farmers during harvest-time, or 
be kept by employers all ye·ar round. Children of the 
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master would often work along~ide the servants, or be 
sent out to be servants themselves in another household, 
contributing to the immense mo-bility of people that 
Laslett mentions. The great majority of work that 
servants did seems to be agricultural or related to 
w h a t e v e r b u s i n e s s t h e ma s t e r c o n du c t e'd , r a t h e r t h a n t h e 
personal service to the nobility which employs many of 
Shakespeare's stage servants. Laslett states, 
Servants were not the perquisites of wealth 
and position. A quarter, or a third, of all 
families in the country contained servants 
in Stuart times, and this meant that very 
humble people had them as well as the titled 
and wealthy (The World we have Lost, pp 
12-13). . . 
Servants apparently had very littl.e status. They 
certainly were never part of the class of people who 
ruled, since for the most part ser·vants were unm~rried, 
held no land, worked for their mriney (.if they received 
any) and were not of noble birth. In the Elizabethan 
charts and graphs that tried to break communities down 
by classes of people, servants were lost somewhere among 
11 jour·neymen, 11 "apprentices, 11 ·n day-1 abourers· 11 and just 
p 1 a i n 11 1 a b o u r e r s , 11 a. n d b a re 1 y r a n k e d a b o v e t h e 
11 paupers. 11 They were mentioned only by their given name, 
i f a t a 11 , w i th n o t ·1 t 1 e o r f o rm a 1 mo d e o f a d d r e s s 
a p p e n d e d . ( W or 1 .d , p . 38 ) . 
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One of the major factors marking the rtiTing 
minority was literacy. The children of the noble 
families were primarily those who received an education. 
Men were educated more frequently than women, and 
Laslet~ observ~s, 11 ••• reading was no common 
accomplishment among servants, even those ·in genteel and 
literary households" (World, p. 195). This seems to be 
in marked contras·t to most of Shakespeare's servant 
figures, who frequently can read and write, and 
sometimes even speak other languages. 
Shakespeare's stage servants often seem to have a 
great deal of freedom to pursue a life apart from their 
masters. Many of them become occupied with trying to 
woo a mate for themselves, which seems to be contrary to 
Laslett's observation that "[servants] were clothed and 
educated as well a.s fed, obliged to obedience and 
forbidden to marry, unpaid and absolutely dependent 
until the age of twenty-one" (World, pp. 2-3). But then., 
p~rhaps this kind of serv·ice did not hold true for 
servants in a noble household. Laslett's observations~ 
however, seem to point to servants being under the 
complete jurisdiction of their masters, and having no 
outside life apart from their duties toward their 
masters. 
9 
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From several individual acco~_.of villages and 
communitie-s, Laslett draws an interesting picture of 
life fn sixteenth and seventeenth-century England. He 
says, 
In every [community] we have examined, there 
was a substantial number of servants, though 
the actual proportion of the population in 
service seems to have varied consider-ably, 
for reasons we can only begin to guess at. 
The petcentage could be as low as four and 
as high as twenty-five, which begins to rival 
the rich London parishes of the 1690's, where 
nearly a third of all the people could be 
servants. (World, p. 69). 
Therefore, the predominance of servants in the 
communities has been duly noted and pu_zzled over, 
without much conclusion other than that there was a 
great deal of mobility ·for this class of young, 
unmarri~d indivi~uals and that they may have helped to 
balance out household populations that otherwise would 
have fluctuated wildly according to births, marriages 
and deaths. Laslett says this finally about servants: 
They must have been conscious of the 
standing of the family into which they 
were born, within a group of other 
fami 1 i es ... If they came from the 1 ower 
families~ within a dcizen years they might 
find themselve·s as servants in the larger 
families. If they grew up in more 
prosperous and important households, they 
would always be conscious that there were 
other people round [sic] them who were not 
their brothers or sister, servants who 
often were not blood relatives at all. 
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Only a small number in the middle can 
have been outside this interchange of 
persons as servants. This was the motion 
up and down which gave vertical structure 
to the whole [society] (World, p. 79). 
Servants, then, helped to create a kind of balance 
between families since households would have servants 
who were simi.lar in age and status to their own 
children, thus promoting a kind of equality among 
people. The correlat·ion to Shakespeare's servant 
figures is shown 1n the friendly, famil.ial way that they 
are treated by their masters. Although their position 
p l a c e d t h em i n a 1 o w·1 y c 1 a s s o f p e o p l e , a s i n d i v i d u a 1 s 
they could ·stand on a level with the·ir masters' 
children. 
All in all, there d.oesn't seem to be much evidence 
about the details of a servant's life in Shakespeare's 
England. However, from the few observations made, it 
would seem that Shakespeare's servant figures have more 
education and personal freedom than the. ordinary. They 
become a kind of elite among themselves. For the most 
part, they are personal servants of the nobility or 
gentry. They are frequently highly intelligent and have 
some education (occasionally, a good deal of ed.ucation). 
They are trea~ed almo~t as the ~quals of their masters 
and are given a great deal of freedom t·o pursue whatever 
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activities they want. Paradoxically, though, they are 
often reminded of their position and are expected to 
render uncompromising loyalty and service. 
In conclusion, the picture of servants in 
Shakespeare's time is sketchy at best, but not 
altogether incomplete. ·The important factor to notice 
is that Shakespeare's staie servants seem to modify 
Laslett's sociological observations. Shakespeare's 
figures emerge as more educated, mote specialized, and 
more highly regarded than what Laslett's studies would 
lead one to beli.eve. However, Shakespeare's stage 
servants do not seem to be unnatural, nor do they seem 
to go beyond the limits of their stations (except in the 
case of comic exaggeration)~ For that particu.lar figure, 
we turn to the li:terary background of t·he comic servant. 
We begin therefore before Shakespeare's time, with 
Roman comedic trad-ition. Representatives of this 
tradition best known to Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries are Plautus and Terence. My emphasis 
will be on Plautus; however, the distinguishing 
characteristics of both are interes·ting to note. 
Pl·autus is identified by broad f.arce; buffoonery; 
slapstick humor which often, ~ut not always, involves 
near-impossible situations; verbal puns; displays of 
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ready wit; and people ge.nerally making fools of 
themselves and ~thers. Terence, on the other hand, is 
identified by a "~igh" or "elegant" style; less 
coarseness; less ridiculousness; more attention to the 
literary and theatrical aspects; more dignity and a more 
realistic and complicated plot line. Chronologically, 
Terence follows Plautus, but critics hav~ been unwilling 
to sh-ow a development from one to ·the other. In 
-general, they both use standard character· types, 
situations and actions, but th~ir treatment of those 
standard typ~s is very different. 1 
Roman comedy depended a good deal on the 
un~xpected. Hence, a kind of upside-down world. was 
prevalent on stage. People who seemed to be one type of 
person in the beginning would turn out to be the 
opposite type of person by the end. One example is the 
girl who is sold as a slave and turns out to be the 
missing daughter of a noblewoman. The underprivileged 
become empowered. T~e powerful people are humbled and 
ridiculed. Fortune comes to the unlikeliest of 
characters. Elaborate plans are foiled through sheer 
stupidity. People are forced to place the.ir trus·t in 
t h o r o u g h 1 y u n t r u s t w o r t h y p e r s. o ·n:s . Ev e r y t.h i n g i s 
exaggerated and made fun of. Emphasis is placed 
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physical and e·specially verbal humor. Puns, jokes ahd 
double meanings abound. Rµdeness, especially in 
Plautus, is the general rule. The very wise and clever 
are outsma.rted by their inferiors and made to kowtow to 
them. 
This last situation appears often and serves as a 
showcase for the character important to my discussion, 
.,.. 
the "tri-cky slave .. " This figure has its roots in Greek 
i 
comedy, and Roman comedy builds upon it, making the 
slave all the more outrageous. The tricky slave is 
instrumental in reversing the accustomed order of 
things. He is almost always intolerably rude and 
obstinate. He does exactly what he wants, and get away 
with it. He ridicules and outsmarts his superiorss and 
then gloats over his success. Usually, if his young 
master is involved in a love rela·tionship, the slave is 
entrusted with seeing that the love goes smoothly, which 
it never does. The tricky servant is the most common 
\ 
mouthpiece for ve.rbal humor, most· of it befitting 
his social position: low, coarse and rude. This figure 
becomes a mainstay of Roman co~edy and provides a source 
for Shakespeare's earl·Y comic figures. 
In such a figure, all the dramatic possibilities 
for mistakes, deception and manipulation exist as well 
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as the simple comedic function of the lowest member of 
the social scale gaining and using a power he could 
ne~er have had in "real" life. Already in the comedie~ 
of Plautus and Terence the tricky slave comes in sev~ral 
types. Some act almost maliciously; some are very mild. 
Some, especially in Terence, manifest a certain kind of 
qtiiet dignity, while in Plautus there are ·slaves who 
display deep loyalty. S~akespeare shows a similar 
differentiation of character type, as I will discuss 
later. But before talking about Shakespeare's comedy, 
it is necessary to sh-0w an example of a literary model 
of the slave/servant character. For this, we turn to 
Plaut-us and The Manaechmi. 
Plautus' play, like Shakespeare's The Comedy of 
Errors, shows twin brothers, separated at birth. But 
there 1s only one slave called Messenio, who serves the 
brothe·r who is not a native to the city w-here the play 
is set. The brother who is a native has a wife, a 
mistress~ and a parasitical friend nicknamed· "the 
sponge.'' The no·n-native brother arrives with his slave 
-~, 
and is mistaken for his brother by the wi·fe, the 
mistress, the sponge, the wife's father, the cook and a 
doctor~ As often as he exits the stage, the native 
brother enters and is ~ccused of saying and doing what 
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the other brother has said and done. Naturally, neither 
brother has any idea of what is going on. All the 
characters people think they are dealing with a single 
man, who is exhibiting various degrees of madness. Th·e 
brothers are likewise convinced that everyone around 
them is insane. Eventually·, there is the recognition 
scene and a resolution of all the confusion. 
Interestingly, the slave is freed at the e~d for his 
loyalty to his master. All of this bears a striking 
resemblance to Shakespeare's The Comedy of Errors, 
though it has been suggested that Shakespeare's i-dea of 
twin slaves came from Plautus' Amphitryo. 
The influence of Plautus on Shakepeare is clear. 
But there are some interesting distinttions. The 
character of Peniculus, the sponge, is left out of 
Shakespeare, though he is a unique comic character and 
provides a lot pf the humor with his one-track mind and 
his ~reoccupation with leeching off his friendi 
Messenio, on the other hand, survive~ well in 
. Shakespeare's Dromios. He is smart) and smart-mouthed. 
He's proud an_d rather inclined to give himself airs. 
But he's also very loyal to his master and generally 
honest. He shows a surprising awareness of his 
situation and what it is he's supposed to do 
16 
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as a slave. He has an entire soliloquy devoted to the 
slave/master relationship and how he feels about it. 
I 
\ 
Messenio: It's the mark of a good slave, I 
always say--one who can be trusted 
to watch and provide for his master's 
welfare, plan and organize his 
affairs--that he attends to his 
master's business just as well in 
his master's absence as in his 
presence, or better . 
... I've decided to be a good slave, 
not a bad one. 
. . . So I do as my master t e 11 s me , 
carry out his orders in an efficient 
and orderly manner; and I find it 
pays me. (The Manaechmi, lines 
969-972,978-979,981-982). 
Also, rather realistically, when his master mentions 
freedom-, Messenio jumps at it and doesn't let him forget 
that he brought it up. 
Sosicles:- ... If you do find that he is 
my brother, you are a free man. 
Messenio: That's what I hope. 
. . . 
Messenio: Well, sir, does the offer of 
freedom which you made to me still 
stand? (The Manaechmi, lines 
1088-1090,1144-1145). 
He seems very realistic and yet he certainly takes 
many more liberties than an ordinary slave would. He 
insists on telling his master what he should be doing, 
and objecting when he himself is told to do something. 
He has an opinion about everything and generally voices 
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it. He makes a splendid protot.ype for Shakespeare's 
Dromios, as we shall see later on. 
Messenio is only one type of tricky slave from 
Roman comedy. Plautus especially uses the tricky slave 
in the service of farce .. The slave who ou~smarts the 
senator is one of the foundations of Roman comedy .. 
Shakespeare, when he deals with English subjects and/or 
settings,-has to transform the slave into a servant~ 
The difference is sligh·t, but important. The reality of 
slavery in Roman societ·y gives rise to a 
characterization of helplessness and subjugation, since 
most slaves were prisoners, or stolen from their 
homelands and had little hope of ever gaining freedom. 
Even Messenio, when congratulated on his newly gained· 
freedom says to himsel r, 11 I' 11 need more than 
c o n g r a t u 1 a t i o n s t o k e e p m e a f r .e e m a n .f o r 1 i f e . 11 
(Manaechmi, 1150-1151). Furthermore, they were seen as 
something less than human and subjected to harsh 
treatment and harsh laws. The obvious distinction to 
make is that a slave, by virtue of his de-finition, can't 
quit his position, whereas a servant can. A servant of 
sixteenth-century England, on the other hand, usually 
entered service voluntarily, with an eye toward the 
wages, and generally looked on the position as a job, 
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which he could leave if conditions became intolerabl.e, 
or if there was somewhere else he wanted to go. Such a 
change takes place, for example, in The Merchant of 
Venice when Launcelot Gobbo changes masters, moving 
from Shylock's residence to Bassanio's. Shakespeare's 
transformation of a Greek or Roman slave into an English 
servant helps to move the character away from an 
ancient, distant locale to closer proximity to a 
realistic, recognizable s9cial typ~. Shakespeare's 
portrayal of servants generally moves away from the 
l i t er a r y II type " f o u n d i n t he s our c e ma t er i a l l i k e 
Plautus, and toward a realistic social type. However, 
it must be said that Shakespeare's servants have a much 
greater degree of autonomy, freedom and dignity than 
their "real" counterparts in sixteenth-century society. 
This keeps Shakespeare firmly linked with traditional 
Roman comedy, which also gives its slaves much more 
freedom than they had in its contemporary society. 
Furthermore, Shakespeare's slave/servants frequently 
demonstrate loyalty, generosity and honesty which 
weren't always present in Roman comic figures. The 
humor that Shakespeare's servants provide also goes 
beyond that of his Roman predecessors. 
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II. A LOOK AT SOME OF SHAKESPEARE'S COMEDIES 
From plays like The Menaechmi, we move easily into 
Shakespeare's early comedy. Indeed, The Comedy of 
Errors is based, in part, on The Menaechmi. \In The 
C 
Comedy of Errors. the two important servants are the 
Dromios. Interestingl_y, Shakespeare makes them (as well 
as their mastefs) twin brothers, thereby adding to the 
confusion that reigns when Antipholu-s and Dromio arrive 
from Syracuse. Making the Dromios twins also helps to 
link them more closely with their respective masters, 
since the two men from Syracuse are on a similar quest: 
t o f,~ n d t h e II l o. s t " b r o t h e r . I t a l s o s e r v e s · t o p u t t h e m 
~ ... t·· 
on a!more equal footing with their masters, since the 
Dromios experience the s~me joy upon meeting each other 
as the two Antipholuses do. 
Whereas in The Menaechmi, the servant fig~re is 
main·ly a buffoon to make the aud·ience la-ugh, 
~eare's servant figures manage to maintain some 
dignity, even though they are still the butt of the 
jokes- a.nd generally are sujted only to silly action. In 
Th e Me n a e c h .m i , t h e s l a v e i s Me s s e n i o , w h o s e r v e s t h e 
brother coming to the town from the outside. When they 
first land in the town, Messe~io says, "Can ybu tell me 
sir, what we're doing now in Epidamnus? Are we going to 
20 
circulate round a1·1 the islands, like the sea its~lf?" 
(lines 230-232). When told that they are still looking 
for his master's missing brother, Messenio replies, 
"Might as well look for a knotted bullrush ... Why don't 
we go home master? We're not writing a book of our 
travels are we?" (lines 245-247). Messenio becomes one 
of the· many who confuse one brother with the other, with 
the result that he thi·nks he· has earned his freedom when 
he really hasn't. He often has a comment to make on 
whatever may be going on, such as when the resident 
brother's mistress invites Messenio's master to dinner. 
He says , "What di d I t e 11 you.? That ' s the· way th i n gs are 
here. This is only a shower of leaves; you'll have trees 
fall in~ on your head if we stay here three days. She's 
just like all the harlots here, experts at wheedling the 
money out o.f you" (lines 377~380). Even though this 
play is the base upon which Shakespeare built The Corned) 
of Errors, there are some interesting differences 
between the two. One of the characteristics which the 
servants of The Comedy of Errors and other important 
servants in Shakespeare share with their Roman 
I "l\ 
,./ 
predecessors, is that they are v-ery bright, and make use 
of their opportunities to show off their ready wit. 
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The first word.s out of Dromio of Syracuse's mouth 
are a joke, when Antipholus of Syracuse has told him to 
take money and go to the inn, he finishes by saying, 
"Get thee away" (1,11,16). Dromio replies to him with 
"Many a man would ta.ke you at your word,/ And go indeed, 
having so good a mean"· (I ,ii ,17-18). When Dromio of 
Ephesus comes in, he is full of jests in reply to the 
bewildered Antipholus of Syracuse's requests. When 
Anti p ho 1 us S . asks h i m , 11 Where i s the thou-sand marks 
thou hadst of me?~ (l,ii,81), Dromio E. replies "I have 
some marks of yours upon my pate,/ Some of my mistress' 
marks upon my shoulders,/ But not a thousand marks 
between you both/" (I, ii, 82-84). So, rather than being 
limited to silly jokes about eating or drinking or more 
bawdy topics (as is the slave figure in The Manaechmi), 
thes.e servants are quite capable of elaborate puns on 
words and sarcastic remarks, despite their vulnerable 
po s·i ti on . 
Inde~d, their vulnerability is obvious throughout: 
in this same scene, Antipholus S. becomes so angry with 
D r om i o- E . , h e s t r i k e s h i m . L a t e r , w h e n Dr om i o S . me e t s 
h is re a 1 master , Anti p:h-o 1 us S . , he i -s a 1 so beaten as a 
result of his master's frustration. A beating also 
occurs toward the end of the play, this time 
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administered by Anti pho.l us E. to Dromi o E. Accord 1 ng to 
K. Tetzeli Von Rosador~ the. Oromio's vulnerable position 
plays a key role in the movement of the plot. He talks 
about how dangers and, consequently, tensions are built 
up and then released. He says, 
~ .. the threat of an outburst of violence 
and aggression hovering over many a scene 
is either turned aside or finds an outlet ... 
It is the numerous beatings the two Dromios 
rec·eive which channel aggression ins fashion 
appropriate to farcical comedy 
("Plotting the Early Comedies ... " p. 16). 
We cannot forget that the Dromios are under the control 
of their masters. They are compelled to do their 
bidding, whatever it may be, and endure whatever 
treatment the masters think fit to give them. Yet, they 
are the picture of loyalty and are never portrayed as· 
having any malicious designs toward their masters. 
They live to serve and to amuse. However, they are not 
merely senseless fools to be booted around througho-ut 
the play. They are integral to the elaborate plot, for 
people mistake them and think they are sending one 
Dromio off to do something important only to hav~ that 
slave not understand or not come back before his twin 
does, adding to the confusion. 
The Dromios are quite aware of their situations and 
responsib·ilities. Dromio S. calls attention to this 
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when he says, "Thither I must, [to Adriana] although 
against my will/ For servants must their masters' minds 
fulfill" {IV,i,112-113). At the end of the play, Dromio 
E. emphasizes that Antipholus E. has released him from 
his bond a~d made him a free man. Yet, Dromio E. 
remains his servant •. This is a noble action for a man 
who has suffered beatings at the hands of his master. 
Loyalty is not the only way the Dromios demonstrate 
their importance in the play; they have the last word, 
literally .. 
What they say contributes to their dignity. When 
t.rying to decide who should walk in front of the other, 
Dromio E. says, "Nay, then, thus:/ We came into this 
world like brother and brother;/ And now let's go hand 
in hand , not one before an o th~ r /" ( V , i , 4 2 5 -4 2 7) . Thi s 
last word of genuine brotherhood is given to the lowest 
men on the totem pole, and yet it is not intended as a 
joke. Shakespeare demonstrates already in his early 
comedy, how different his servant figures can be from 
the stock Roman tricky slave. Wh.ile still maintaining 
their somewhat buffoonish image from Roman comedic 
tradition, Shakespeare's servant figures grow a little 
bit, and prove themselves to be important, humane and 
capable of dignity. They seem to ask for a little more 
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thought and respect than they might have been given by 
Roman playwrights. This type of servant, Shakespeare's 
original type, appears again and a·gain in the comedies, 
as we shall see. 
Even th.ough Shakespeare's Comedy of Errors remains 
close to its predecessor in terms of calling the Dromio 
figures "slaves," later plays of Shakespeare will move 
the figure into the classification of "servant", thereby 
making the character more familiar to an English 
audience, and helping to· put distance between 
Shakespear~'s figures and the Roman slaves. 
In The Taming of the Shrew, the first servant to 
appear is Tranio, servant to L~centio. Again, a quick 
mind a.nd a quick tongue characterize him. He is surely 
a highly educated servant, for not only can he speak in 
Italian and Latin~ but he can easil·y perform his 
master's role when called upon to impersonate Lucentio. 
While this impersonation causes a good deal of laughter, 
it nonetheless calls social boundaries themselves into 
question since Tranio becomes a believable rich 
businessman by simply changing clothes with his master~ 
What separates him from the real Lucentio is clothing, 
manners, and speech~ As long as no one knows about his 
low birth, it can he transcended. 
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Grumio, servant to Petruchio, is a madcap fellow 
who certainly supplies a great deal of humor. As in The 
Co~edy of Errors, this servant's wit often runs away 
with him, and his puns and jests at his master's expens~ 
can get _him into trouble, as when Petruchio "wrings him 
by the ea-rs" in front of Hortensia's gate. Gr~mio is an 
interesting character who seems forever able to comment 
on whatever is going on. He has ·a 1 arge number of 
asides early in the play where he says ·whatever he 
wan.ts, calltng Gremio an ass and saying that Petruchio 
will marry Katherine or hang her (I,ii,157,197). 
Tranio, displaying a somewhat different wit, is 
able to engage in a small battle of word-play with 
Gremio, a gentleman,in II,ii, over whether a young lover 
or an older lover is better. He is also able to think 
up the plot twist of having someone impersonate 
Vincentio, Lucentto's father, to help hi-m woo Bianca for 
Lucentio. This is important for demonstrating that 
Sh a k esp ear e's servants a re cap ab 1 e of c 1 ever th·o ugh t and 
original ideas. 
In terms of household position, distinctions become 
more complicated than just master/slave. Grumio seems 
to be something of a head-servant, for back at 
Petruchio 1 s· country house, he calls for someone to 
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attend him and strikes the man with little reason. He 
has commands for the other household servants, and they 
obey him. He becomes something of a narrator as he 
tells what has happene~ to Petruchio and Kate along the 
way. Like the Dromios, Grumio does his mas·ter's will 
and suffers his ill treatm~nt, which he seems. to take in 
stride as something that happens to servants. He too 
maintains his dignity by not plotting against his master 
or planning reve-nge for .. the blows given him. All of the 
servants in Petruchio's household bear his poor 
treatment of them because they understand what ·he is 
trying to do: to frighten Katherine; and they submit to 
his plan not only without grumbling, but ~1th a kind of 
excitement over how the plan will work. It seems to the 
reader, however, that Petruchio's treatment of the 
servants is excessive. If his tr~atment appears 
excessive, could it· then be gathered that. a more ju.st 
treatment of them, one w·ith more courtesy, would seem 
more appropriate? Certainly treatment of servants in 
other pla·ys seems to be more rational. 0th.er writers 
have tried to explain the kind of unwritten agreement 
that existed between masters and servants, which was 
based on honor and expected loyalty on the one hand 
from the servant, and decent treatment on th.e 0th.er 
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from the master. As Mervyn James says, in Society, 
Politics and Culture: 
Throughout the Tudor period, and indeed 
far into the seventeenth century, the 
relationship between a lord and his fee'd 
man was based on the traditional ethos of 
"service" on the one hand, in return for 
which support, protection and reward--
everything implied in "good lordship"--
were made available ... "Service" ... 
imp 1 i e d some th i n g both II hon o u.r ab 1 e II and 
"natural" ... (p. 52). 
Petruchio certainly does not seem to be keeping such an 
obligation in this play; he is deliberately turning 
conventions upside down ·in the process of "taming" Kate! 
Tranio's role-playing seems to have gone to his 
he ad . Even after th e r u s e i s re v e a.l e d an d he go e s b a c k 
to being Lucentio's servant, he remains outspoken and 
much more ·forward with others than he was before. He 
engages in a trial of mildly insulting remarks with 
Petruchio in Lucentio's house, at the banquet (V,ii), 
and seems to get the better of him. 
Petruchio: ... Here, Signior Tranio,/ 
This bird you aimed at, though 
you hit he~ not./· ... 
Tranio.: 0 sir, Lucentio slipped me, like 
his greyhound,/ 
Which runs himself and catches 
for his master./ 
Petruchio:A good swift simile but 
something currish./ 
T r a n i o : ' T i s we 1 1 , s i r , th a t y o u h u n t e d 
for yourself;/ 
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'Tis thought your deer does 
hold you at a bay./ 
Baptista: 0 ho, Petruchio! Tranio hits you 
now./ 
(V,ii,4~-50, 52-57). 
It is interesting that he should be sitting at the 
banquet with them, as if he were their equal! Grumio, 
meanwhile, is sent to fetch Kate when another servant 
fails to bring her. So he, at least, maintains his 
lower status, even though he has the tongue and 
disposition of his master. One of the things made 
app·arent about s.ervant figures in this play is that they 
are not merely for comic relief, although their function 
is sti.11 primarily co~ic. Li-ke the slaves of Roma·n 
comedy they contribute significantly to the plot 
movement, but more importantly, they make a comment on 
society. Through their behavior, they make it obvious 
that their lower social position is a mere quirk of 
fate. There is no essential difference in the 
characters of master and servant. They are what they 
are simply from birth. What separates them is a grea·t 
gulf of social status, but this is based only on 
appearances and langu.age, not on inner character. 
Servants like Tranio and Grumio are. servants by 
circumstance, and were they able to act and dress as 
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gentlemen, and claim an honorable lineage for 
themselves~ they would be as respectable as any one of 
their masters. 
As we continue in Shakespeare's c-0medie-s, we can 
see how the servant figure begins to shed many of the 
Roman comedic traits: silliness, disre_putablenes·s, 
untrustworthiness, base interests,. and an octasional 
disloyalty for personal gain. In contrast, 
Shakespeare.'s servant figures gain more and more honor 
as we get to later plays. 
One of the most ·honorable and dignified of 
Shakespeare's servants appears in As You Like. It. With 
the entrance of Orlando, the hero of the play, comes 
another sort of hero, Old Adam. From what Orlando says, 
it is Adam who has told him· how his father wished him to 
be brought up, thereby throwing 01.iver's treatment of 
him into particularly bad light. Orlando begins the 
play with, "As I remember, Adam, it was upon this 
fashion/ bequeathed me by will but poor a thousand 
crowns, and,/ as thou say'st, charged .my broth~r on his 
blessing to breed me well:" (I,i,1-4). Even though Adam 
knows that Oliver has t-reated Orlando wrongly, he does 
not immediately choose sides in their battle., but 
rather, says to them both, "Sweet masters, be patient: 
~ 
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for your father's/ remembrance, be at accord" 
(I,i,58-59). However, he doesn't succeed in making 
peace, and instead, is turned off by Oliver wit~ "Get 
y o u w i t h h i m , . yo u o 1 d d o g 11 ( I , i ,.7 5 ) . Ad am ' s d i g n i f i e d 
re.s·ponse to this is "Is 'old dog' my reward? Most true., 
I h a v e 1 o s t my / i te e t h i n y o u r s e r v i c e • G o d be w i t h my 
ol.d master; he/ would not have spoke such a word" 
{I,i,76-78). We are ~11 meant to feel that Oliver's 
actions are unjustified, and that Adam is the picture of 
"-; 
a g~ntle, patient, generous soul. 
We see more of this in II,iii, when Adam meets 
Orlando at Olive.r's door and warns him away~ revealing 
Oliver's plot to murder him. Furthermore, when Orlando 
goes to leave, Adam gives him his life's savings, the 
money with whic-h he was going to retire. Instead, he 
says to Orlando, 
Here is the gold,/ 
All this I give you. Let me be your servant;/ 
Though I look old, yet I am strong and lusty,/ 
... Let me go with you;/ 
I'll do the services of a younger man/ 
In all your business and necessities/ (II,iii,45-47,53-55). 
Orlando replies "0 good old man, how well in thee 
appears/ The constant service of the antique world/ When 
·-
s e. r vice sweat for duty, not for meed!" (II,iii,56-58), 
and takes hi·m along. The motivation here is important, 
•-. 
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for Orlando was not Adam's master to begin with, and his 
giving the money to Orlando was unexpected. Again Adam 
s a y s , " Ma s t e r , g o o ·n , a n d I w i 1 ·1 f o 11 ow t h e e / To t h e 
last 9asp with truth and loyalty" (II,iii,69-70). They 
go into the forest together to seek their fortune, each 
wanting equally to care for the other. 
Adam becomes more an older, wiser counsellor for 
Orlando than a servant, which is an interesting 
developmen·t. Perhaps all his y~ars of patience and duty 
entitle him to a special kind of reverence and 
affection. Certainly Orlando feels it because in their 
short scene in II,vi, Orlando mana~es to convey a 
passionate concern for the falt~ring Adam, and promises 
him "·If this uncouth forest yield anything savage, I 
will either/ be food for it or bring it for food to 
thee. 11 (Il,vi,6-7). Orlando, then, becomes the servant 
for his ~ervant, taking care of him because he respects 
and loves him. The kind of feeling Orlando h.as for Ada·m 
ts evident when Orlando comes upon ·Duke Senior and his 
men eating, and even though Orlando is practically 
starving himself, he says to them: 
... There is an old poor man/ 
Who after me hath many a weary step/ 
Limped in pure love. Till he be· sufficed,/ 
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Oppressed with two evils, age and hunge~,/ 
I will not touch a bit/ 
(II,vii,129-133). 
This shows not only Orlando's honor but points to 
the honor he accords to Adam. In an article by Louis 
Adrian Montrose, there is an interesting observation 
on the closeness of these two characters: 
The idealized relationship of Orlando and 
his old servant compensates for the l.oss 
or corruption of Orlando's affective ties 
to men of his own kin and class 
( 11 1 T h e P 1 a c e o f a B r o t h e r 1 • • • ·p 4 0 ) • 
Though Adam is of the lower social class, he towers 
above many of the play's better-born characters, notably 
Oliver, in honor and dignity. Even Duke Senior 
recognizes this as he welcomes them both, calling Adam 
"venerable" and "Good old man" (II ,·vii ,167, 197). 
J.ust what sort of servant is old Adam? He has 
spent his life in service and deserves to be tr·eated 
kindly. Adam~ most interestingly, has discarded the 
last remna~ts of the Roman comedic tradition. There is 
nothing comic about him. He is not silly, nor is he a 
weaver of jokes with plays on words. He is not a st~pid 
man-, but one with a good deal of intellig·ence. His 
outstanding characteristic is his loyalty--fi·rst to Sir 
Rowland de Boys, and then to his son Orlando. Although 
he disappears from the play by Act Ill, h~ leaves an 
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indelible mark .. Here we have a realistic portrait of a 
lower class man in soc1ety. He reveals the monetary 
side of his Situation by showing that he has been able 
to save his money, and clues us in to the reality of his 
position by stating what he was saving the money for. 
It is true that his concern to save for his old age was 
justified, for he would have been turned out alone into 
the world to fend ·for himself by his ungrateful master. 
lt is true that Orlando's financial problems prompt his 
giving away his savings, but his l.oyalty and willingness 
to sacrifice his comfort for the sake of his master- set 
him apart from other servant figures. 
The portrayal of 01-d Adam's character has not gone 
u n not i c e d by o th.er w r i t er s . Even as ear 1 y as 18 6 3 , 
Charles Cowden Clarke remarks on it in his book, 
Shakespeare's Characters~ 
We must ·not pass over unregarded that 
beautiful little sketch of a character in 
Old Adam, with his h-eart of fourteen and 
his body of fourscore years ... There is 
.no point in which Shakespeare displays the 
trustingness and sweet humility of his nature 
more heart-homely, than when he inculcates an 
implicit and cheerful reliance upon that 
benevolent principle, which, i~deed, is the 
only cement and bond of humanity (p. 55). 
As we progress from earlier comedy such as The 
Comedy of Errors to la·ter comedy such as As You L.ike It, 
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the servant figure gradually changes. At fir~t, the 
servant figure is close to that. in Roman comedy; he is 
quite silly and a true buf.foon .. In later comedy, we see 
possibly more intelligence being credited to the servant 
as well as more dignity. Finally, with old Adam, the 
comic function is discarded; or displaced onto 
characters like Touchstone, the fool. A classless 
nobility of character takes its place, as well as an 
acquisition of gentleman-like. qualities. In addition, 
the lat.er servant seems to fit more readily into the 
contemporary socie.ty. With this portrait, Shakespeare 
is able to introduce some of the concerns and issues 
regarding servants: wages, their position. in society, 
their problems of survival into old age, etc. These 
issues, as well- as the nature of the portrait) and its 
relationship to contemporary social reality will be 
exam i ·n e d ·1 n foll ow i n g sect i o··n s as we l o o k at 
Shakespearets tragedi·es. 
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II. AND NOW, SOME TRAGEDY 
Just as the focus and intent of a tragedy are 
different from those of a comedy, so their cha-racters 
show differences. The servant figures in tragedy usually 
lack the humorous overtone that is pre~alent 1~ the 
comedies. However, there are still connectio·ns to be 
made between the servants in tragedy and those in comedy. 
In Romeo and Juliet, for example, the servants., 
especially Juliet·'s nurse, play a surprisingly large role 
i_n the plot of the play. But first, a little 
characterization is in order. The play opens with the 
prologue b·y the Chorus. Immediately after, Sampson and 
Gregory, servants to Capulet, are the first to appear. We 
get a good picture of what kind of men they are from 
their conversation. They, like ot·her servants previ-ously 
examined, are extremely clever and quick-tongued. Thei_r 
opening in·terchange includes this: 
Sampson: 
Gregory: 
Sampson: 
Gregory: 
Sampson: 
Gregory: 
Samp~on: 
Gregory, on my word, we 1·11 not carry 
coals./ 
No, for then we should be colliers./ 
I mean, an we be in choler, we'll 
draw./ 
Ay, while you live, draw your neck 
out of collar./ 
I strike quickly, being moved./ 
But thou art not quickly moved to 
strike./ 
A dog of the house of Montague moves 
me./ 
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Gregory: To move is to stir, and to be valiant 
to stand,/ 
Therefore, if thou art moved, thou 
runn'st away./ 
Sampson: A dog of that house shall move me to 
stand ... / 
( I , i , 1 -10) . 
This facility, used in the comedies for puns and 
humor, is als·o humorous here as a part of their everyday 
conversation~ However, what ·they are discussing, the 
feud between the two families, is -hardly humorous. In 
the course of the same conversation, they show their 
inclination toward ribald jokes and bawdy references: 
Gre_g ory: 
Sampson: 
·Greg·ory: 
Samp·son: 
Gregory: 
The quarrel is between our masters, 
and us/ 
their men./ 
' T i s a 11 o -n e • I w i 1 1 s h o w my s e 1 f a 
tyrant. When/ 
I havs fought wit·h the men, I will b~ 
cruel with the/ 
maids--! will cut off their heads./ 
The heads of the maids?/ 
Ay, or their maidenheads,/ 
Take it in what sense thou wilt./ 
The·y must take it in the sense that 
feel it./ 
(l,i,i"8~26). 
This may be somewhat humorous, but lacks the 
light-heartedness of comic setvants' banter. At the 
same time, it is not meant to characterize these men as 
lowly or base-bor·n, since Mercutio l·iberally peppers his 
speech with far more blunt remarks about women and sexual 
relations. What does the servant's speech show? 
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It would seem to be merely a realistic po.rtrait of a 
cou.ple of men walking along, talking to each other. They 
are ordinary men, much like others in the play, so why 
not ha·ve them talk like other men? We can tell from 
their speech that they are fiercely loyal to their 
masters, and that they use their pride in their masters 
as a means of goa.ding the servants of a ri.v~l household. 
Gregory: 
Abram: 
Sampson: 
Abram: 
Sampson: 
Gregory: 
Sampson: 
Abram: 
Sampson: 
Do you quarrel sir?/ 
Quarrel sir? No sir./ 
But if you do sir, I am for you. I 
serve as good/ 
a man as you./ 
No better./ 
We l l , s i. r . / 
Say 'better'. Here/ 
comes one of my master's kinsmen./ 
Yes, better, sir./ 
You lie./ 
Draw, if you be men./ 
(I,i,49-59) .. 
The fight between Montague's servants and Capulet's 
servants is what starts the action in the play. Their 
fight brings the prince, which then allows for an 
explanation of the feud and. th.e citizens' position on it. 
Later in the play, Juliet's nurse moves things along 
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both consciously and unconsciously, demonstrating a 
facility at plot movement that rivals that of the tricky 
Roman slave. Sh.e tells Romeo who Juliet is (I,v,112-117) 
and likewise reveals Romeo's identity t.o Juliet 
(.I,·vt156-157). She becomes Juliet's confidante and 
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go-between. Even though she is not exactly stable in her 
convictions (her ~ind even wanders as she speaks), she 
nonethele.ss is not a strictly comic character. She 
shares the lament with Juliet's parents when th~y all 
think she is dead, and eve·n though the audie.nce knows 
that Juli et is alive, the nurse's 1 ament se.ems more 
pathetic than ironic or ridiculous. She is the able 
means by which Juliet makes herself known to Romeo. 
Juliet sends and rece·ives messages through the nurse who, 
·although old and out of shape, still does whatever Juliet 
bids her. Moreover, the Nurse puts herself in a 
position of risk along with Romeo and Juliet ove.r the 
issue of their secret marriage. According to Barbar~ 
Diefendorf, 
... it must be noted that English church 
courts, while recognizing the legality of 
clandestine marriages, could and did impose 
sanctions against persons engaging in such 
unions. As Martin Ingram has shown, parties 
to clandestine marriages--even witnesses to 
th·e ceremonies--risked excommunication, 
ministers who performed such services risked 
suspension, ... ("Family Culture, Renaissance 
Cu 1 tu re II p . 6 71 ) . 
Mo·re on Juliet's nurse comes from Brenda Bruce in 
her contribu·tion to Philip Brockbank's Pl.ayers of 
Shakespeare: 
... Nurse is a reporter. In almost every 
scene she reports happenings to the other 
39 
charac.ters, most often repeating what has 
already be~n seen by the audience. She 
nudges Juliet se·xually as Mercutio nudges 
Romeo in the same manner (p. 93). 
As an example of the ki-nd of information that the nurse 
is privy to, Brenda Bruce says this: 
In 11,v, Nurse stands silent, horrified as· 
Capulet rages against his daughter. Nurse 
alone knows that Romeo and Juliet are 
married. She alone knows the real cause of 
Juliet's hysterical agony (p. 98). 
All of the critical information in this play rests 
in the hands ·of the servants. They are first-hand 
observers, especially in the fight scenes. They are 
eye-witnesses to everything·, and are constantly called 
upon to relate what they k·now. Balthasar is the man who, 
suspecting Romeo's dark intentions and dangerous state of 
mind, disobeys his command and hides to watch him 
(V,iii). The boy page that comes with Paris likewise is 
a witness to the fight and runs off for help (V,iii,70) .. 
The watch, being thus alerted, comes quickly to the tomb. 
Their approach is what frightens away the friar and 
' panics Juliet into quickly.stabbing herself. The 
accounts of Balthasar and the boy do not seem to be 
questioned. The 11·confirmation 11 of Romeo's letter seems 
hardly necessary·to repeat what Balthasar has said. The 
friar's testimony serve.s to fill in the gaps in the other 
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accounts, but the nurse is also called on as a person who 
can back up what the friar has said. 
The servants in the second half o_f Romeo and Juliet, 
~ 
become more serious and fa~ more integral to the story 
than those in the comedies. This trend is borne out by 
examination of ot~er tragedies, to which we turn. 
In Julius Caesar, we continue to see the importance 
of the servant figure. He~e there is little, if any, 
humor attached to servants. The humor is transferred to 
the "common people" instead, as is evidenced by the 
opening scene with the carpenter and the cobbler. 
Marullus: 
Cobbler: 
Marullus: 
Cobbler: 
Flavius: 
Cobbler: 
Marullus: 
Cobbler: 
You, sir, what trade a.re you?/ 
Truly, sir, in respect of a fine 
workman I am/ 
but, as you would say, a cobbler./ 
But what trade art thou? Answer me 
directly./ 
A trade, sir, that I hope I may use 
with a safe/ 
conscience, which is indeed, sir, a 
mender of bad soles./ 
What trade, thou knave? Thou naughty 
knave, what/ 
trade?/ 
Nay, I beseech you, sir, be not out 
with me./ 
Yet if you be out, sir, I can mend 
you./ 
What mean'st thou by that? Mend me, 
thou saucy/ · 
fellow?/ 
Why, sir, cobble yo-u .. / 
(I, i, 9-21). 
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The servants take on more and more of the 
characteristics of confidantes and friends. Servants are 
used quite often as mes·sengers in this play, and they 
seem to come and. go with startling rapidity. Not only do 
they bear messages but, as in the previous play, they 
become the repositories of information to whom people 
turn in ord·er to learn has happened. Most interesting in 
th-is play is the increasing att~ntion being paid to the 
interaction between the master and the servant. Their 
conversations are very revealing of how they value one 
another. 
The best example is Brutus' relationship with ·his 
servant Lucius. Brutus depends upon Luc·ius to d-o much 
for him. Moreover, Lucius keeps him informed and keeps 
him company when he needs it. In II,i, Lucius is called 
on to tell Brutus the time of day as wel.l as the day of 
the month. But, in between these tasks he also presents 
him with the important paper from Cassius, which urges 
Brutus to act against Caesar. In this same scene~ Brutus 
depends upon Lucius' knowledge of other people to try to 
learn the identity of the men at his door. 
In a later scene, L_ucius shows proper deference and 
remarkable calmness while waiting to learn what Portia 
wants- him to do (II,iv)~ She too uses him to learn vital 
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information about what is happening elsewhere. Even 
though she is unsure of what she wants, Lucius does not 
question her; he merely obeys her. The relationship 
between Brutus and Lucius becomes most personal in 
IV,iii. Brutus says he is sorry for Lucius, because he 
is so weary. He ·offers to make his duties easier and 
shows a true affection and compassion for the wor~-out 
Lucius. 
Brutus: 
Lucius: 
Brutus: 
Lucius: 
Brutus: 
B e a r w i th me , g o o d boy , I am mu c h · 
forgetful./ 
Canst thou hold up thy heavy eyes 
awhile,/ 
And touch thy instrument a strain or 
two?/ 
Ay, my lord, an't please you./ 
It does, my boy./ 
I trouble thee too muc.h, but thou art 
willing./ 
It is my duty sir./ 
I should not urge thy duty past thy 
might./ 
... 1 will not hold thee long. If I 
do live,/ 
I will be good to thee./ 
(IV,iji,255-261,265-266). 
Here bbth of th·em acknowledge Lucius' position. That is, 
he is a servant and therefore required to do whatever his 
master tells him, whether he is· tired or not. Lucius is 
listed in the play's personae as a servant, but also, 
u.nlike Pindarus, there is no mention made of his ever 
being taken prisoner in a war or stolen from his home or 
sold as a slave. Brutus, on the ·other hand, recognizes 
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his responsibility ·in caring for Lucius and tre~ting ·him 
like a human being, with care and affection. 
It has been suggested by Edward Burns in Character: 
Acting and Being on the Pre-Modern Stage, that tn the 
tent scene (IV,iii), Brutus turns to Lucius to help 
console himself over the absent Portia. If this is so, 
then again, it shows the remarkable closeness and 
familiarity of the characters. 
As the play progresses, various servants suddenly 
encounter an even greater responsibility. It _happens 
f i r·s t to Pi n d a r us , who i s act u a 11 y a s 1 ave , and. is 
ordered by Cassius to kill him. He does it, and yet is 
so afr.aid of· the deed that he runs away. Next, the 
servants of Brutus are asked, one by one, to do the same 
for him. At first they all refuse. Then, only Strato 
remains with him t6 do it. I·nterestingly, Brutus refers 
to them as "poor remains of friends" (V,v,l) and 
Volumnius, wheh asked to hold the sword that Brutus will 
run himself against, says, "that's not an office for a 
friend , my 1 or d 11 ( V , v, 2·2) . Even so , these p e op l e are a 11 
classified as servants to Brutus. With the enemy 
approaching, they all try to get Brutus to run away with 
them, but he won't. Strato is the only servant to stay 
with ·Brutus and to honor his request. Unlike Pindarus, 
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Strato is not afraid and does not run away. He remains 
behind to see that Brutus is honored. In turn, he 
receives honor himself and· is taken to serve Octavius 
(another nobleman). 
We can see the shift in character from the servants 
of Romeo and Juliet to those of Julius Caesar. They have 
become more realistic, less comic, and begin to show 
facets of character that ma·kes the interchange betw~en 
master and servant interesting. It becomes important to 
see the side of Brutus that allows him to pity and envy 
his servant's sl~epiness. Moreover, the servants' role 
as the repository of critical in·formation is highlighted 
here as it will continue to be in later plays. 
What begins to emerge is a subtle change in role, 
where servants become not only doers and news sources for 
theif masters but, as in Romeo and Juliet, important 
witnesses and repositories of information necessary to 
their masters. In Othello, servants are not asked about 
what they know, but the important information surfaces 
later, almbst involuntarily. 
The character of choice in Othello is Emilia, 
Desdemona•·s servant and the wife of Iago. She becomes a 
key player, though an unwitting one, in Iago's plot 
against Othello's peace of mind. Before she e-nter·s the 
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action of the play, Iago has a very intriguing speech 
about people who are servants to others: 
I ago: We cannot all be masters, nor all 
masters/ 
Cannot truly be followed. You shall 
mark/ 
Many a duteous and knee-crooking 
knave/ 
That, doting on his own obsequious 
bondage,/ 
Wears out his time, much· like his 
master's ass/ 
For naught but provender; and when 
he's old, cashiered./ 
Whip me such honest knaves! Others 
there are/ 
Who, trimmed in forms and visages of 
duty,/ 
Keep yet their hea.rts attendin·g on 
themselves;/ 
And throwing but shows on service on 
their lords,/ 
Do well thrive by themi and when they 
have lined their coats,/ 
Do themselves homa~e/ (I,i ,43-54). 
Although it is a very cynical view of the types of people 
who serve others, it is nevertheless a fairly accurate 
one. Indeed, to look back to As You Like It, old Adam 
was upon the verge of being 11 cashiered 11 for stick.ing up 
for Orlando, but his lifetime of service has been one of 
loyalty. Yet I:ago would despise him because he I s honest 
and not self-serving. Until Othello, we hav~ not yet 
seen the dishonest servant who serves only himself while 
pretending to be loyal to his master, but Iago classifies 
himself as just such a person. 
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..... 
Emilia, on the other hand, is not su·ch a person. 
The ·relationshi·p between her and Desdemona grows to the 
height of friendship. Desdemona shares much with Emilia. 
Like Brutus in the previous play, Desdemona has many 
mundane commands for her servant, but .even more, she 
relies on Emilia for informatio-n .and for comfort. 
·Desdemon.a us~s Emilia as a kind of sponge for all of 
her troubles. Emilia, meanwhile, does what she can to 
cheer up her mistress. 
As the play progresses, Emilia feels a. stronger and 
stronger attachment to Desdemona, and becomes fairly· 
familiar with her, sp·eaking to her as she would to a 
friend. They discuss men. together, as well as debate 
over whether there ar~ women who cheat on their husbands 
and why (IV,iii). 
In The Properties of Othello, James Calderwood· also 
remarks on Emilia's relationship with Des~emona: 
Emilia, with her worldly vi·ews about 
adultery, plays a role analogous to that 
of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet. She 
subjects the exalted level of the action 
to a bri.ef, lightly mocking critique 
that serves as a diversionary lightning 
rod, harmlessl·y grounding the audience's 
temptation to scoff at Desdemona's 
idealistic too-muchness (p. 33). 
Like Juliet's nurse, Emilia is distraught by her 
mistress' death. She rails especially at Othello, and 
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takes her rage out on him and her husband. At the 
discovery of Desdemona's death (V,ii), Emilia is beset 
by conflicting loyalties. On t·he one hand, she is 
supposed to be subservient to her husband and support and 
protect him. On the other hand, she feels the strong 
connec·tion with her mistress and chooses to speak out in 
her behalf, even though she knows that betraying her 
husband wjll result in substantial harm to herself. It 
is an incredible show of loyalty on Em·ilia's part that 
she willingly gives the information that restores her 
~istre.ss' reputation, but that spells her own downfall. 
Leo Kirsc·hbaum also takes note of Emilia's unique 
position in. the plot in his Character and 
Characterization in Shakespeare where he says, 
... the very denouement of the play 
depends on one character's having 
more faith in Desdemona than in Iago. 
When Emilia first hears that her own 
husband has said that Desdemona was 
unfaithful, she cries, 11 He 1 ies to 
the heart" (V,ii ,159) (p. 149). 
Like the other servants in this tragedy, she has no 
comedic function. Again, the humor is displace~ to the 
character label.led the clown (III, iv). 
Like so many of the servants of· previous plays, 
Emilia holds the crucial i·nformation that the other 
players lack. The true story of the handkerchief, the 
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critical lack of evidence to support the accusation of 
Desdemona's adultery with Cassio, and the. knowledge of 
Iago's multitude of lies are what she knows which sets 
her apart from a-11 the others. This informati-on. destroys 
Qt-hello, as well as Iago. Again, as was the cas~ in 
Romeo and Juliet, the climax depe~ds upon the servant who 
knows all -and tells all. Another view on the importance 
of Emilia's role comes from Eamon Grennan in his article 
11 The Women's Voices in Othello". He says, 
From her mistress' death until her own, it 
1s Emilia's speech--its content and its 
unsuppressible [sic] existence--t·hat 
dominates the stage ... the sheer fact and 
presence of voice is what constit~tes the 
dramati"c and our own theatrical experience 
at this moment, opening Othello's action to 
the world. Her speech, that is, betomes the 
agent of moral restoration in the public 
world, Where Desdemona's has .b~en the 
guaran·tee of moral continuance in the 
private world (pp. 290-291). 
We ha·ve seen in the tragedies, as with the co·medies, 
a progression or ev·olution of the character of the 
servant. In both, the charactet becomes less comic and 
more realistic. In the tragedie-s however, the evolution 
g~es even further. We have seen servants become the 
source of knowledge, the.reservoir of friendship and 
critical to plot ·movement. Suddenly, the relationship 
between master and servant becomes important, and t·he 
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servant begins to be a critical character, worthy of 
sharing the stage with the other "major" characters. In 
the last play to be examined, Timon of Athens, t·he 
servant figure c~~es almost to the very forefront of the 
story, and the relationship between him and his mas·ter 
becomes the subplot. 
There are many servants in Timon of Athens. Some of 
them serve Timon, ·some serve the people he- interacts 
with. Reigning over them all, as he would in reality, is 
the head-servant, Flavius, Timon's steward. He is 
generally in charge of Timon's· estate, but must do 
whatever Timon says. Flavius is extremely wise and knows 
exactly what sort of a state Timon's fortunes are in, but 
unfortunately·, Timon won't listen to him until it 1 s too 
late. From the first moment we see Flavius, his worry 
-over Timon's affairs is apparent. In I,ii, Timon calls 
for a little casket of jewels, t.o give out as gifts to 
the people at his party. He also calls for other gifts 
to be given- to the nobles attending. In an aside, 
Fla·vius says: 
What will this come ·to?/ 
He commands us to provide and give great 
gifts,/ 
And all out of ari empty coffer;/ 
Nor will he know his purse, or yield me this,/ 
To show him what a beggar his heart is,/ 
Bein_g of no power to make his wishes good./ 
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His promises fly so far beyond his state,/ 
That what he speaks is all in debt;/ 
. . . I b 1 e·e d inward 1 y for my 1 or d . / 
(I, ii, 184-192, 199). 
Flavius is finally able to convince his master of his 
poverty, ·and Timon is thoroughly abashed by Flavius' 
lecture. Many se·rvants are then sent to Timon's ffiends 
to borrow money, but each of them meets with resistance 
and refusal. The first servant to be refused pours 
insults upon Timon's former fri~nd, for refusing to give 
generously to the one who has always given genero~sly to 
others. In ot·her such encounters servants dominate 
the conversation going on around them. It is they who are 
able to philo·sophize about both Timon and those who 
refuse to help Timon with their money. Even the 
creditors' servants, who stand around chatting wi~h each 
ot h e r a t T i m o ri ' s f r o n t d o o r , h · a v e s o me t h i n g i n t e 1 1 i g e n t 
to say about the whole situation, especially about men's 
natures and the whims of Fortune. 
Philotus: Is not my lord [Timon.] seen yet?/ 
Lucius' Servant: Not yet./ 
Philotus: I wonder on't; he was wont to s~in.e 
at seven./ 
Lucius' Servant: Ay, but the days are waxed 
shorter with him./ 
You must consider th~t a 
prodigal course/ 
ls like the sun's,/. 
But not, like his, recoverable. 
I fear/ 
'Tis deepest winter in Lord 
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Timon's pur·se;/ 
That is, one may reach deep 
enough and yet/ 
Find little./ 
Philotus: I am of your fear for that./ 
Tit·us: I'll show you how t'observe a strange 
event./ 
Your lord sends now for money./ 
Hortensius: Most true, he does./ 
Titus: And he wears jewels now of Timon's 
gift,/ 
For which I wait for money./ 
Hortensius: It is against my heart./ 
Lucius' Servant: Mark how strange it shows:/ 
Timon in this should pay 
more than he owes,/ 
And e'en as if your lord should 
wear rich jewels/ 
And send for money for 'em./ 
Hor·tensius: I'm w~~ry of this charge, the 
gods can witness;/ 
I know my lord hath spent of 
Timon's wealth,/ 
And now ingratitude makes it 
worse than stealth./ 
(III,iv,10-28). 
It seems not to matter that these men, who u-nderstand so 
much about their masters, are subject tot-hem. As 
servants they are apart from the issues of greed which 
afflict their masters and so they are the most effect·ive 
commentators on the situations they have witnessed. 
The most touching moment between master and servant 
comes after Timon has run mad into the forest, renouncing 
all of mankind and the world, and Flavius finds him 
there. 
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Flavius~ I beg of you to know me, good my 
lord,/ 
T'accept my grief, and whilst this 
poor wealth lasts/ 
To entertain me as your steward 
still./ 
Timon: Had I a steward/ 
So true, so just, and now so 
comfortable?/ 
It almost turns my dangerous natu.re 
mild./ 
Let me behold thy face{ Surely this 
man/ 
Was born of woman./ 
Forgive my general and exceptless 
rashness,./ 
You ~erpetual~sober gods! I do 
proclaim/ 
One honest man--mistake me not, but 
one;/ 
No mor~, I pray--and he's a steward./ 
How fain would I hav·e hated all 
mankind,/ 
And thou redeem'st thyself. But all 
save thee/ 
I fell with curses./ 
(IV, iii ,483-497).. 
Like old Adam in As You Like It~ Flavius pledges his 
money and hi-s service to his ·master; and like qld Adam, 
is rewarded ~ith honor and dignity. Before Flavius' 
disappearance at the end of Act IV, Timon calls him "Thou 
singly honest man" (IV,·iii,519"). What an honor to bestow 
on a man in a culture of citizens and senators; and yet, 
he $Urely deserves it. This same stewa-rd took what 
little money he had and paid· all the other servants in 
Timon's house. He sought Timon, not out of curiosity, 
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like the others who met w1th him, but out of the desire 
to see and comfort him. 
A·.D~ Nuttall, in his edition of Timon of Athens, 
makes the statement that: 
... in Timon of Athens, the drama is purged 
of all natural relations of affection, 
leaving instead the cold structures of an 
extreme yet somehow vacuous liberality, 
succeeded by an inhuman and therefore 
unsympathetic misanthropy (xviii). 
However, I disagree. Surely the. passage between Timon 
and Flavius that I just quoted sh·ows a great deal of 
affection between the two men. Flavius goes out of hi.s 
way to try to comfort hi·s master, even though he thinks 
that he is poor as well as mad. Timon, on the other 
side, singles Flavius out from all the others in the 
world as the one man he c·annot feel animosity for. 
All through the play, Flavius voices his care and 
concern for Timon, and is the only one, except T·imon's 
other ~ervan-ts to do so. They,. however can remark on his 
goodness, gentleness and generosity to other servants and 
everyone. Flavius, as head servant, has enough 
means--like Adam--to be self-sacrificing in his master's 
behalf. 
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A remark made about servants in -gene·ral nonetheless 
applies well to Fl·avius. Cumberland Clark notes in his 
book. Shakespeare and Home Life, 
... in spite of [ill treatment], servants 
as a whole showed remarkable loyalty 
and fi~elity to their employers ... Even 
when their master fell into disfavor, 
their constancy was not shaken. When 
Posthumous was banished by Cymbeline, 
his servant, Pisanio, continued to serve 
him, even at the risk of his own life ... 
Shakespeare's plays contain numerous 
instances of the steadfast allegiance of 
servants to their lord, which was 
characteris.tic of feudal England (p. 117}. 
The servant's speech bears the most weight in 
this play, while everyone else's words are accounted 
lightly. It is the servants who see the true nature of 
mankind and- who know what is the honorable course of 
attion. Not one of them is comedic; again the humor goes 
to the clown figure and the character of Apemantus, a 
singul~rly sullen philosopher. In Timon of Athens, the 
serv·ant is raised to the heights of hamanity, and the 
stewa~d becomes a role model par excellence for anyone 
striving to be noble and true. 
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IV. THE FINAL WORD {FOR IOV) 
What then, is our picture of servants and masters 
as Shakespeare presents it? His portrayal seems very 
differ~nt from either his Roman predecessors or the 
pictu-re we have of typical sixteenth-century English 
servants an·d masters. However, his use of servants in 
drama does not seem to take him far from other 
playwrights. Charles Henry Wilson, in England's 
Apprenticeship says: 
I f t h e " p o o r II we r e n o t a t o t a 11 y u n 1 e a· v e n e d 
lump of immobile poverty, the servants of 
the great, male and female, were sometimes 
able- to climb perceptibly in the social 
scale: especially those close to a lord ... 
Moralists, playwrights, novelists found 
a favourite [sic] theme in the rise of 
the upstart servant whose "neat's leather 
shoes ar~ ... transformed in stuff to 
satin ones with high heels" ... (p 17). 
However, Shakespeare doesn't seem much concerned ·with the 
social mobility of servants, but· rather, with their human 
characteristics which are unrelated to their social 
position. Cumberland Clark, in his book Shakespeare and 
Home Life, comments on servants: 
It is this class of servants [the personal 
attendant·] who is the most prominent in 
Shakespeare's drama. As we have noted, 
in many cases they are more companions 
and confid~ntes than servants in the 
ordinary sense of the term. They are 
remarkably useful people in fac'i,litating 
the art of playwriting, for they can be 
5 6 " 
used to convey information to the audience, 
to throw light on the characters of the 
principal figures in the story, or to 
provide gay and humorous interludes where 
the atmosphere is too heavy (p 112). 
I think though, that Shakespeare's servant figures are 
more than a means to highlight other characters. They 
deserve to be highlighted themselv·es, especially those 
who comma~d important roles in the plot. 
It seems from the examinations made in this paper 
that there is a movement away from the simply comic 
character, the wise guy, the 'tricky slave' toward the 
more elevated character, dignified and humane, although a 
broader study of Shakespeare's servants would be n~eded 
to make this observation conclusive. More importantly, 
Shakespeare makes fuse of his stage servants as more than 
pointer-s to other characters-. J·n their own actions they 
are bright, witty, funny and amazingly alert to the world 
around them. They have a good knowledge of their 
pqsition in society, but also of the other characters and 
their personalities. They are in unique positions to 
observe and comment, and they do .. Servants are 
significant contributors to the plots they are involved 
in, and th·ey are important as companions and confidantes 
to other characters. Their choriG capacity is frequently 
used a~ well as their capaci·ty to act humanely and 
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un.selfishly. Perhaps Shakespeare was actually portraying 
a realistic servant in society, even though his picture 
is different from what we have supposed sixteeflth-century 
domestic service in England was. Perhaps Shakespeare is 
closer t~ the truth in that he makes his ~tage s~rvants 
essential to the lives of the other characters: the 
masters and mistresses. As surely as in real life, the 
masters depend on their servants to help them, and rely 
on them for the smooth functioning of their everyday 
life. In Shakespea-re's hands, this dependence can be 
used for comic purposes, as when the servant acts as a 
buffoon, or it can be carried to its dramatic heights, as 
it is in the tragedies, ~roviding us with servant figure·s 
of noble bearing and tremendous dignity who are Joyal and 
self-sacrificing! Sha.kespeare's use of his servant 
figures shows them to be integral to both his drama 
and to the social fabric of Tudor Stuart England. 
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1. My information about Roman Comedic tradition has 
been gathered from a variety of sources including 
Gi 1 bert Norwood' s Plautus and Terence, Erich Segal' s 
Rom a n L a u g h t e r ; T h e C om e d y of P 1 a u t u s , a n d G e':o r g e E . 
Ouckworth's The Nature of Roman Comedy; A Study in 
Popular Entertainment. For complete information, 
see· the List of Works Co~sulted. 
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